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[00:00:02]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Wednesday, May 18th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Ian Nemelka, Project
Coordinator for Fraternity & Sorority Life at Utah State University. This is another oral history
interview for the Covid Collection Project.
Good afternoon Mr. Nemelka.

IN:

Good afternoon.

TW:

So, let’s start by asking you when you started your career at Utah State University and the various
positions you’ve served in during your USU career.

IN:

Okay. So, I didn’t start this position until about eight months ago. So, right around, actually, the
tail end. So, I started in October of 2021, this position specifically. Before that, I worked for The
Center for Growth and Opportunity at Utah State University as well. And that’s under the
business school. And I was there from about 2018 to, like I said, until October 2021. Yeah.
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TW:

Okay. So, just sticking with the fraternity and sorority life for a moment. We may ask some
questions around the Center for Growth and Opportunity through the business school. But when
we’re talking about the roles and the responsibilities entailed in coordinating the fraternity and
sorority life, what are we talking about?

IN:

So, we are talking about being the advisor for the chapters who are affiliated with Utah State
University. That involves, but is not limited to, discussing chapter administration with each
chapter’s leadership.

[00:01:58]
That involves going over events both for individual chapters as well as the entire fraternity and
sorority life community. That involves advising Order of Omega which is the honor society for
FSL [Fraternity and Sorority Life] as well as guiding the two FSL councils which are primarily
the Interfraternal Council which is for fraternities, and then the Pan-Hellenic Council which is for
sororities here on our campus.
TW:

And how many fraternities and sororities make up the USU landscape?

IN:

So, you would have asked that five years ago and it wouldn’t have been a trick question, but now
it is. The reason for which is about 2019-2018, there was instituted the USU/FSL Relationship
Agreement. This relationship agreement was the result of not only several years of lawsuits, as a
result of those, but as well as, I would say, the changing tide so to speak, of what fraternities and
sororities and how they are associated with the university.
So, when I speak in numbers, I will be speaking as fraternities and sororities who are recognized
by the university, and leaving out those that are not. So, as of right now, we have five recognized
fraternities and three recognized sororities.

TW:

And how many students are in those five fraternity and three sororities?

IN:

So, in total, we have about, I would say, 380 students amongst those organizations. It divides out
relatively, I would say, more heavily on the sorority side. Each sorority… We have three.

[00:04:01]
Two of them are official panhellenic. One of them is a multi-cultural sorority which only has
about four or five members at a time. But the two panhellenic sororities have about 100 members
each. And then, the fraternities average about 30 members each.
TW:

And are these fraternities and sororities, do they involve residential living at all, or are they
academic, or social, or service-oriented, or?

IN:

Yeah. So, technically, these are known as social Greek Letter Organizations. And in fact, all of
them have an emphasis on academics, on service, on philanthropy, on leadership. They each try
to emphasize these qualities. Several of them, I think, at this point, where about half of the
chapters have housing that is officially designated to them. Most of them own their houses. And
they are managed by their housing corps or their alumni. And half of our chapters are unhoused
which is actually a relatively rare thing when it comes to fraternities and sororities. And our
unhoused chapters do actually fairly well.
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TW:

What are the types of social and service activities that these Greek letter fraternities and sororities
are involved in?

IN:

So, there are several… There are obviously differences in each of the chapters. But I would say
as far as equitably, they do share some similarities. First and foremost, each of the chapters has a
national and sometimes a local philanthropy. So, that’s a cause or a charity that they typically
dedicate time and resources towards helping. They each have formals and informal events.

[00:06:01]
These formals are typically gala or balls, sort of, parties, I suppose. They vary in what they can
look like, but they’re typically, as I said, formal events which is why they’re called formals. And
at these, awards are given out. Individuals are recognized throughout the chapter. And it’s
typically a time to celebrate the chapter. And each of the fraternities and each of the sororities
has a formal activity.
And then, as far as informal activities, jeez, there is, oh, there’s a slew. Each of the chapters has a
service week in which they dedicate the entire week every single day towards a certain service
project, or raising money towards a certain cause. Each of the chapters also obviously goes all
out for recruitment week. That’s typically the third week of the semester. And sororities and
fraternities both work very, very hard. And it’s typically all hands on deck for those weeks to try
and recruit more individuals. And so, activities and dinners and fun things are done during those
times.
All the fraternities also typically participate in sports. Oh, jeez. I’m trying to think of the name.
What kind of sports? Intermural. Intermurals. Typically, each fraternity will put forward a team.
At the very least, a basketball and a flag football team. And sometimes, there’s even softball
tournaments, dodgeball tournaments and things like that. Typically, you will be hard-pressed to
find a fraternity or sorority who does not have an activity every week.
TW:

So, these formal events, are these held off-campus, or are they on the USU campus?

[00:08:02]
IN:

Both. Both. So, depending on the size of the event, sometimes they’re held in the ballroom, or
perhaps maybe even the conference center. Or maybe even the Lundstrom. But oftentimes, to try
and provoke some sort of a change – well, we’ll talk about that when we get to Covid. But to,
sort of, make it a little bit more fancy, I suppose, typically, these are held off campus. But,
especially recently, with how large some of these chapters are growing, and the price of some of
these venues, they really don’t have much of a choice but to go to the university and try to make
it as fancy as they can.

TW:

And then, is there any kind of formal relationship between the fraternity and sorority life and the
resident life, regular USU resident life for student housing? Do they have any kind of formal
connection or relationship?

IN:

No. No.

TW:

None. Okay.

IN:

None. Trying to change that. But that’s the future. We’ll get there.
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TW:

Okay. So, the onset of the outbreak was the spring semester of 2020.

IN:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative]

TW:

How was the fraternity and sorority life initially affected? And I understand you weren’t in the
position. But I’m sure you have heard a lot.

IN:

Yes, yes. Covid happened, obviously, at an unconventional time as we all know. But very
unfortunate time for Greek life as well because it’s right as the USU Relationship Agreement was
instituted which means that now we both had an administrative and a physical divide within the
chapters. Administratively, some chapters decided to sign the agreement and some decided not
to.

[00:10:00]
And then, as far as physically goes with Covid, those restrictions then were instituted, or
implemented within the relationship agreement itself. So, typically, when a fraternity and
sorority has an event that they are planning, they typically have to get that approved by myself as
well as one of their advisors. So, in addition to that, to make sure that enough risk assessment
was taking place, now a whole other section that talked about Covid risk assessment was added.
And so, as far as events go, they had to go through an entire other bureaucratic process to attempt
to get to do those sort of events. And typically, some of them, or most of them, in fact, especially
some of these formals were cancelled because there just was not… There just was – there
becomes a diminishing returns, so to speak, where it just was not worth trying to make it work, or
trying to pay as much as they needed to pay for a larger venue or what have you to make it so that
they were in line with some of the Covid rules that were implemented on them.
Was that question just about the events?
TW:

Yeah. The events. But just also, the operation. Did you—

IN:

Oh, of course. Right.

TW:

Did the fraternity and sorority life have, like, a council that had meetings on a regular basis?
Were those held face-to-face generally? Were those changed due to the Covid outbreak in the
spring of 2020?

IN:

Right. So, it pretty much went – and this is something we’re still recuperating from. FSL
[Fraternity and Sorority Life] students… For some other individuals in college who would make
some priorities primary… School, obviously, is a primary focus. But oftentimes, many of these
leadership roles, involvement roles, Greek individuals find that these become tertiary. You know,
priorities.

[00:12:01]
And so, mainly, they wanted to make sure, right, in order to stay in most of these organizations,
you have to maintain a certain GPA. You have to maintain a certain level of involvement. And
so, the fact was literally trimmed from everything. And so, the councils, both panhellenic and
interfraternal council, sort of, put on the back burner so to speak. It was more of a stay alive
rather than try to make everything work at the time. And so, meetings were always held on
Zoom, if they were held at all. And there were discussions about how to implement certain
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policies. But from a chapter perspective, you mostly just did what either the university told you
to do or what your national organization told you to do. The councils had very, very little impact
or say during that time.
TW:

And you had mentioned this earlier, but I’m just backtracking a little bit. So, I know that the
Covid Taskforce put together, like, an events committee that actually put together –

IN:

Right, right.

TW:

…paperwork so that any group on campus needed to actually answer a series of questions. That
questionnaire was evaluated and the decision was made on whether or not to proceed with the
event.

IN:

Right.

TW:

Is that what you’re talking about when you’re talking about fraternities and sororities in the
spring of 2020 maybe even moving forward into the fall of 2020?

IN:

Oh, yes. Yes. Absolutely. That was one of the main – so, many of their primary events include
more people than, for example, maybe the Covid Taskforce would like to have at a certain
location. And especially them being fraternities, and to a certain extent sororities, events
sometimes happen on the fly. Maybe a week, or maybe two weeks’ notice. But with the
Taskforce, that could not happen. They needed to be planned a month or months in advance to
make sure that the proper time was allotted to the Taskforce, to the community, to ensure that the
risk was being assessed properly and that they could say yes.

[00:14:08]
So, ultimately, a lot of chapters cancelled a lot of events because one, they just didn’t have the
foresight to plan as far ahead as they wanted to. And two, like I said, because of the bureaucratic
just mess that some of these students already have to go through, they just really didn’t think it
was worth it. And so, whatever they planned to do, they just either went ahead and did. Because
some of them, as I said, just did not sign the agreement and therefore did not have to adhere to the
stipulations contained in the university’s requirements for Covid-19. Or, like I said, some of
them just cancelled a lot of events. Some events hadn’t, like I said, are happening for the first
time in two or three years.
TW:

So, the other circumstance that USU found itself in when we moved from face-to-face to remoteonly instruction in the second half of the spring semester of 2020, a lot of students that lived in
student housing moved back home and were refunded a certain amount of their money. I mean,
some of these things do not come into play with the fraternity and sorority life. But was there
also an exodus of fraternity and sorority folks that were living in the fraternities and sororities that
second half of 2020 while they probably stayed enrolled but they went back home and did their
coursework remotely?

IN:

Oh, yeah. Absolutely. In fact, some houses are still struggling to get individuals to live back in
the house. And most chapters went to completely – every chapter has quote-unquote business
meeting every week where they talk about the goings on and the administration of the chapter.
Every single chapter moved to conference calls. Like, over Zoom, over FaceTime, what have
you.
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[00:16:00]
And some, like I said, chapters are still struggling to fill their houses. Sororities, much less so
because there’s more of them, but less room. Fraternities still struggle because, well, they’re like,
what if there’s another shut down? Or what if something else happens? Why risk wanting to be
here when I can just either be at home or be off campus and not have to worry about it? I think
most, if not all fraternities and sororities technically are off-campus housing. But their nationals
and their housing corps have (And I’ll send these to you as well if you’d like them.) have Covid
lockdown procedures and policies.
TW:

So, they didn’t necessarily have to follow the USU policies and procedures.

IN:

Right.

TW:

But they—

IN:

Correct.

TW:

…in the national organizations have put in an established and enforced the—

IN:

Precisely. Yeah.

TW:

Okay. So, fall semester of 2020, I know that USU geared up with a Covid containment team and
had testing facilities. We had waste water on campus. This probably didn’t affect fraternity and
sorority directly as much. But when there was an outbreak at one of the fraternities or sororities,
was your office ever informed of an outbreak? And how did you engage? What were the
services you provided?

IN:

Oh, absolutely. So… And in fact, there was, in fact, with this most recent flare up when I was
here, and, you know, going back. And this was the same procedure back in the fall of 2020.
Typically, what would happen is my predecessor, Paige, when she was notified, or when I would
be notified of an outbreak within a house, first and foremost, we had to look what their nationals
or what their housing corps recommended and what their police and procedures were. And
sometimes that would be enough. Sometimes it perfectly aligned with CDC – most of them, in
fact, aligned perfectly with, like, CDC guidelines where individuals would be put into quarantine
or individuals would be going somewhere else or staying somewhere else.

[00:17:59]
And we just needed to make sure we provided that information to Student Affairs. Now, some
situations arose in which the housing corps unfortunately had to say, listen, you have to
quarantine, but you have a roommate. You have to quarantine away from the house. And so, we
had some situations where – right. And this is where it gets scary is we had some situations
where we had women and men who were literally just kicked out of their houses. And, again,
housing corps saying, we’re really sorry.
Well, some of them definitely helped. They’re like, here, listen. You can come stay at this hotel.
We’ve got alumni here in this town. But some situations just didn’t work out as well as we would
have hoped. So, there were, I would think, maybe, three or four situations where we had to
communicate with the student and with Student Affairs, and then residential living, to make sure
that there was going to be a place for the student to live so they didn’t have to live out of their car
USU COVID-19 2022: IAN NEMELKA
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for the week or two that they had to quarantine. So, that was one of the services we provided is
the communication. Because as much as I would have liked there to be one central way, you
have to communicate with each of the chapters individually because each of them has a different
system to deal with Covid or the outbreaks.
TW:

So, in that academic year of Fall 2020/Spring 2021, what were the two councils doing as far as
meeting, governance? How often did they meet? What were the topics they were discussing?
Were they held over Zoom? Give us a taste of what that was like.

IN:

So, yeah. Typically, they were held over Zoom. I think they began to meet back in person, to a
certain extent, optionally in spring of 2021. But before then, typically Greek – so, it’s called
Greek Counsel which technically if you’re looking administratively, no such entity exists. We
just call it that because our community is so small that the interfraternal counsel and the
panhellenic council over fraternities and sororities can meet together.

[00:20:01]
And there’d really be no problem with overlap. And so, a lot of it was about adaptation and how
they can go about being of service to the FSL community while at the same time maintaining that
relationship, that good neighbor relationship with the university, to maintain those benefits that
they had by signing the relationship agreement. And so, it was literally just trying to adapt to the
procedures that Covid instilled within the community itself. And with recruitment, it made it the
absolute hardest because fraternities and sororities, you – individuals do individual events. But
panhellenic recruitments specifically suffered because all of it had to be over Zoom. And
fraternities here and there did some of that. But they also met in person because there wasn’t as
many. But you are robbed out of the relationships that you would typically garner when you go
in person to these recruitment events.
TW:

And when are these events held?

IN:

These are the, typically, the second or third week of each semester. And to my knowledge, all of
fall and spring recruitment was done over Zoom.

TW:

As a result, is fraternity and sorority enrollment down?

IN:

So, this is why the Relationship Agreement is so tactfully placed within the midst of Covid, right?
Is because you would have asked me that before and it would have been relatively easy to look at
the numbers and see, oh, well, it went down during Covid. Very easy. But now since we’ve lost
chapters, we’re not counting those chapters, well, of course it went down. It went far down. Not
as much with some of the chapters as you would expect.

[00:22:00]
So, all things consistent, if we don’t take into account the relationship agreement, chapters did
relatively the same. Especially the sororities who need to take a certain number of women. Now,
as far as retention goes, I need to take another look at those numbers because I’m not sure how
well I did. But this generation, or these last few generations of new members (now they’re not so
new anymore) are very different, perhaps, than members who joined in the previous semesters.
And that largely has to do with the recruitment aspect that wasn’t able to be in person.
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TW:

Another thing you had mentioned earlier are the service events and the fundraising and the
philanthropy—

IN:

Right.

TW:

…that was going on. How was that affected, uh, especially that first full year of fall 2020/spring
2021?

IN:

I think at least half the chapters didn’t even hold a service week. Because many of the chapters
during that service week will be on campus. Either getting people – for example, a bake sale, or a
dunk tank or something. You have to have people physically there in order to make that work, in
order to physically pay you. And so, half the chapters didn’t even hold service weeks and didn’t
have much in the way of philanthropy or philanthropy dollars.
Now, service, they go about tracking that and tracking their numbers. And they can go about
doing that in different ways. But as far as philanthropy goes, those half of the chapters didn’t
have a philanthropy week. And some of them tried to adapt as best they could by having events,
maybe an event over Zoom, or perhaps, say, a reaching out to the alumni to try and gain that
money. But I would say, if anything, like, besides recruitment and events, philanthropy definitely
suffered during that time. Because one of the easiest ways to get money for philanthropy is
showing people and talking to people about why this matters and why you need to donate to this
cause.

[00:24:03]
And when there’s nobody on campus and when you have no one to talk to, obviously, there’s
going to be a fall.
TW:

Did any of the organizations adopt any Covid related causes and try to support through service or
through philanthropy?

IN:

Oh, that’s a good question. I do believe that several of them had quarantine kits is what they
called them. And what they would do is for brothers and sisters who might be in the FSL
community who might be quarantining, or who might be away from home, they would make
quarantine kits, you know, with books, snacks, drinks, and things like that to be dropped off to the
person so that there would be minimal contact to make sure that the chapters knew that they still
cared about their members, that they still wanted them to be there and they wanted them to
participate even if they physically couldn’t.

TW:

Okay. And in the current year, you’ve spoken to a little bit of this. I don’t know if you could
compare and contrast. But since you’ve been in the job eight months now, what do you see as
some of the differences now that, you know, the mask mandate’s been laxed, the social distancing
has been slacking. We have vaccines.

IN:

Right.

TW:

The state legislature felt that 75 to 80 percent of the classes that were offered face-to-face in the
fall semester of 2019 should be offered the fall semester of 2021. What kinds of changes went
about in that second year of the pandemic amongst the fraternity and sorority life?
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IN:

So, there’s definitely a lot of growing pains because most of the leaders at this point in the
chapters – you don’t realize, like, after two years in college, you’re all of a sudden one of the
oldest people in the chapter. And so, many of these individuals who had never done in-person
recruitment, who had never been to campus before were all of a sudden expected to… You have
to put this together. You have to make this work.

[00:26:00]
And, like I said, it wasn’t a disaster. It was chaotic. But I think they did very well in adapting to
those circumstances.
As far as when I came here, there was still individuals who chose to give the option of meetings
over Zoom. Most chapters offered meetings over Zoom as well as the councils. But as far as
when I started coming in, most individuals in the chapters did not take that option. They just
showed up in person; sometimes wearing masks, sometimes not. Because like, let alone led a lot
of these events or planned a lot of these events, they’d never even seen these events in person.
So, adapting to that and literally making almost anew, starting anew, starting fresh almost, I think
did quite a bit actually for morale. And now it’s… Now, we’re getting there. I think we’re
getting the hang of it.
TW:

At any time, did the university approach fraternity and sorority life? Or did fraternity and
sorority life adopt any of the Covid related programs that we were encouraging students in the
last two years, particularly mental health initiatives, academic advising, Covid testing,
vaccinations. Were they involved in any promotion of any of these services?

IN:

Oh, yes. Absolutely. So, in every business meeting, as I said, it happens every week, it was
expected. It was expected that if you thought you had Covid, or you needed to go get tested, you
go to the university testing center. That way, we can track everything and we don’t have to worry
so much about you giving me a test, or me getting the test from somewhere else. Everyone was
told – and that expectation, I think, was proliferated very well. And everyone, if they even
thought they might test positive, went to the testing center. Everyone went to the testing center.
So, that was very well proliferated. In addition to mental health, definitely.

[00:28:02]
And thanks to, you know, Doctor Morales for putting more of an emphasis on that with some of
our chapters. We had, unfortunately, several suicides in the community over the Covid years.
And whether that was directly because of Covid or a contributing factor, we’ll never know,
unfortunately. But it is becoming more of an emphasis for chapters I would say.
TW:

So, Covid has been a big catalyst for change worldwide.

IN:

Oh, yeah.

TW:

I can’t think of a person, an organization that hasn’t changed something due to the Covid
outbreak pandemic, personally and professionally. Can you think of some ways in which
fraternity and sorority life had to make some adjustments or some changes directly related to the
challenges of Covid that, moving forward, when we get beyond the Covid pandemic will become
change that’s permanent?
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IN:

Hm. Oh, that’s a really good question. Serendipitously, I came on, like, right as restrictions
were, sort of, starting to loosen up so to speak. There was still obviously the scare. I was still
here during the spike. Huge spike. But I think being able to – oh. We are going to be instituting
more of a – oh, how do I say it? Removing barriers to two resources from campus. So, when
individuals need to come to meetings during Zoom, when they need to know how to utilize this
specific resource on campus, when they need to fill out a specific report, they don’t have to go
physically walk up to someone and talk to them about it now as a nature of it being Covid,
obviously that. But now, it’s just a matter of, well, that just makes sense. It’s just easier that way
that it’s online instead of having to physically sign a piece of paper.

[00:30:02]
I’ve made everything now, whether it’s grade release forms, whether it’s signing the relationship
agreement, or even doing an event form, an event proposal form, it’s all online. And that’s not
just because of Covid anymore. It’s just because, well, it just makes sense. It’s just easier that
way. So, I definitely think, especially the removing barriers portion, that will all stay.
TW:

So, and this could also date back to the time when you were at The Center for Growth and
Opportunity. But are there any memorable events that you either professionally or personally
over the last two years with the Covid pandemic really stand out?

IN:

Yes. Yes. There’s a good one and a bad one. So, the bad one was, this most recent semester in
February, we had planned to have a Greek Council retreat. And it was my very first retreat that I
had planned since being in the position. I was ready for it. I had everything set to go. I had the
[unclear] Center reserved. I had all the cars, everything, ready to go. And the night before we
had to leave – I asked everyone and I said, listen, everyone, it’s up to you. But I think it would be
good if we mandated a test for everyone who’s going. And everyone agreed. And so, the night
before, I was at city council, and I get this text at, like, 9:30. And it says, “You’re going to kill
me.” And it was from my IFC [Interfraternity Council] president. And he had tested positive.
And that day, he had been around all of us. He’d been around all of us, masks and not.
And so, even if I said, that’s okay, you just don’t go, we were all at that point exposed. So, to do
another 30 tests in less than 24 hours was just not going to happen. And so, we ended up
cancelling it. But it happened eventually.

[00:32:01]
We just pushed it back another couple weeks. But in that, I was very grateful because it was a
take-home test. He didn’t have to tell us. He didn’t have to do that. But the students were very
honest. They were very understanding and very appreciative that we went ahead and canceled it
to, because we, first and foremost, care about their safety and the safety of their loved ones. So,
that’s kind of good and bad.
And one of the good outcomes – and this just happened recently. So, every year now, we have
what’s called a President’s Cup. And the President’s Cup event is, sort of, the culmination gala
for the Greek community. It’s when president Cockett comes to this ball, this gala, and gives
awards to chapters who have exceeded in certain attributes. And the best overall chapter receives
what’s called the President’s Cup. It’s a big, big ol’ trophy.
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And so, it was for the year technically 2021. And there were still difficulties with Covid. There
were still all these things. But to see even then how many service hours were put in, how many
philanthropy dollars were donated, just how much the community grew during that time of
hardship was incredible to me. Because, I mean, I wasn’t an undergrad during this time. I know
what hardship is to a certain extent, but not like that. And still see that they were still doing
service. They were still exceeding academically. They were still getting leadership positions.
They were still, as I said, growing in number despite the fact that they had restrictions was
incredible to me. And so, that was, sort of, the culmination of seeing, there still can be
challenges, but we can adapt to them. Not only that, but we can potentially even thrive
afterwards.
So, a lot of these chapters – in order to be in a fraternity and sorority, you have to pay dues.
Right? And these dues go towards, well, everything from events to leadership activities to
retreats and all those sorts of things.
[00:34:00]
And so, when the pandemic occurred and here were all these restrictions in place, a lot of people
didn’t see there to be much of a reason to be a part of these organizations to pay dues because I’m
here in a fraternity and sorority to literally enhance my college experience. Nothing is being
enhanced. And so, it was a very difficult thing for the chapters to try and adapt to those
conditions.
Many of the chapters, in fact, reduced dues to maybe even 50 percent of what they were to make
up for the fact that, listen, we can’t do this. We can’t do this. We want to make it up to you. So,
we’re not going to have to pay this many dues, obviously, because we won’t be doing as many
activities. We won’t be having as many events, but we still want you around. So, that’s a whole
other attribute. You have to pay to be in these organizations, right? And so, for them to grow in
spite of Covid, it’s incredible. Anyway, sorry. I just wanted to make sure that was said too.
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the fraternity and sorority
life’s, you know, operations during the Covid pandemic?

IN:

Oh. I certainly wouldn’t envy anyone who was a leader during that time. But I can say I
definitely appreciate them. Absolutely. I appreciate those undergraduate leaders who on top of
their academics had to worry about keeping a chapter going when a lot of people didn’t think
there was a reason to stay in chapters anymore. And so, it’s incredible to see.

TW:

Mr. Nemelka, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
during the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

IN:

Thank you.

[End recording – 00:35:39]
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